prove the existence of Bigfoot (or other entities whose existence is disputed) to those who are not already convinced. We collect, investigate, and analyze texts, not Bigfoot carcasses, crashed extraterrestrial spacecraft, or bottle ghosts. While folklorists can discern some truths from these texts, the absolute truth about the core belief is no shining pearl that we can make emerge. That pearl remains obscure. Truth in most instances becomes a matter of faith not fact.
According to Linda Degh and Andrew Vazsonyi, the essence of belief legend is this very dispute over a truth which remains veiled. "'Real' folk legend," according to Degh and Vazsonyi must "produce a reason and feasibility to profess faith, to take a stand for or against belief" (1973, 7). Belief legend then is a dispute about belief.
Folklorists who take a position for or against belief are entering this dispute and therefore participating in the legend process. When a legend is socially dysfunctional, that may seem the right thing to do. But I think it is questionable whether folklorists' assertions, however reasonable they may seem, can effectively resolve the dispute without being grounded in indisputable evidence. Such objective proof is seldom available, as Degh and Vazsonyi point out, "because of the nature of legend situations" (1973, 13). And there is a danger in folklorists mistaking what they themselves believe to be true as "fact."
They may assume, for example, that an informant's narrative has no basis in reality when in fact it does. According to Hufford, such assumptions, untested, are tantamount to "imposing on us a set of blinders" (1977, 234). The term "blinders" implies an inability to accurately observe, a limitation that could seriously undermine our work. The "truth" about Bigfoot for the time being is no more available to folklorists than to anyone else. But because our fieldwork puts us into direct contact with nonbelievers as well as believers, it is difficult to sit on the sidelines watching the two groups pelt each other. We sometimes are drawn in, and in such a polarized environment risk being misinterpreted: those who believe may feel that not to believe as they do is to disbelieve. Standing there in the middle of the ruckus, we might get pelted ourselves, and shout to each other, "How do I handle this?!" My answer is to hold your ground and duck when necessary.
In the middle of the dispute, not on one or the other side or outside it all together, is the best place to be to observe the legend process. From this vantage point one might not learn the "truth" about Bigfoot, but one might learn quite a bit about the Bigfoot legend.
If folklorists are to maintain this middle ground, they must resist the temptation to try to resolve the ambiguity inherent in the belief legend with explanations that don't take into account all the evidence. Furthermore, folklorists should recognize that the evidence is ambiguous. If it were not-if it were clear and indisputable-there would be no legend.
The evidence is ambiguous because it is difficult to verify and because it is often accompanied by negative evidence. In the case of Bigfoot the positive evidence is usually the personal testimonies of witnesses. These are often accompanied by reports of Bigfoot's unique scream and odor, by photographs and plaster casts of footprints, by hair and feces samples. There is negative evidence as well. If all the personal testimonies are true, and Bigfoot inhabits all of North America, how could this creature have eluded forest rangers, zoologists, and Bigfoot hunters for all of these years? And why have no carcasses or bones been found?
The sum of the evidence for and against the creature's existence taken together defies easy answers. Explanations that all but ignore part of the evidence may require a stretch of the imagination as great or greater than anything collected in the field, as in the conclusion of the article "Abominable Snowman or Bigfoot: A Psychoanalytic Search for the Origin of Yeti and Sasquatch Tales" by Manfred F. R.
Kets de Vries:
In the foregoing analysis we have suggested that the sightings of sasquatch and yeti are most likely of a delusionary, illusionary and hallucinatory nature and, as such, the projections of conflicting images of people living in isolated environments under conditions of severe stress. The actual presence of bears and apes probably played a major role in the creation of these creatures considering the process of condensation and distortion operating in dreams, delusions, and hallucinations. Many rituals and tales dealing with apes and bears support this contention. We have emphasized the great similarities in mental processes among children and primitive man and have used this to explain these institutionalized animal-like phobias. We do, however, also realize that many of the more recent sightings of these creatures (especially in the case of sasquatch), have been made by 'modern' man. We suggest, that in these instances, conditions of severe stress mobilized defenses and subsequently more primitive psychological processes became operational. Sometimes the behavior of primitive and modern man seems to be not far apart.
One aspect of the yeti and sasquatch that remains difficult to explain, is the extraordinarily large number of sighted footprints. The geographical distribution of the tracks and the difficulty in making these tracks cannot easily be ignored. Apart from a real hoax, one hypothesis about this phenomenon could be that some individuals, in an attempt to master their fears of such strange creatures, are engaged in a total identification process. Imitation and impersonation becomes a consequence. It may explain the presence of these gigantic footprints (de Vries 1982, 260).
One could accuse de Vries of legend making. In place of Bigfoot he has substituted a contemporary "wild man"; that is, a human who devises a costume, not to hoax but to totally assume the identity of Peggy: Uh, he and his wife, well, was just his girlfriend then, and a bunch of kids from school had went out to this place, that's probably about ten miles from here maybe fifteen. And uh, they had the car parked there, and they kept hearing weird noises. And they were out of the car, and then they heard something coming up out of the water. And, of course, they all ran for the car. Whatever it was really stunk because Bigfoot's got a special smell. And uh, anyway they got to the car, and he had a big Oldsmobile, a 98 I think it was. And when he started to take off, uh, Bigfoot grabbed the back of his bumper. And his They found it out there. With uh, bigfoot had pulled the big bumper, which, you know, it would take a lot of pressure to, uh, pull that bumper away from the car like that. But Bigfoot did it. Peggy chose to emphasize Bigfoot's foul smell and his great strength. She also strongly implied that her brother and his friends were in danger and were fortunate to have escaped with only a missing bumper. Later in the interview, however, Peggy said she believed Bigfoot to be harmless, more intelligent than regular animals, and mentally communicating with extraterrestrial beings whose spacecraft are regularly observed in her community. She told no memorate to support this second view of Bigfoot, but it contrasts sharply with the Bigfoot in the memorate that she did tell, in which the creature is described as a kind of monster, reminiscent of King Kong, lurking near isolated roads in the dark night ready to spring upon humans. These two views of Bigfoot are contradictory and never reconciled. I believe they reflect the tension that exists between the established legend and a new form of the legend that may be emerging. This tension is more obvious in the comments of Reverend B., who was more conscious than Peggy that Bigfoot the animal is hard to reconcile with Bigfoot the alien.
I Members of the network were not influenced equally however. Even in this group, which shares many beliefs, subtle differences in systems of belief foster speculation and debate. Reverend B., although willing to entertain the theory, was less willing to adopt it than Peggy, Don, and some others. Don and Peggy attempt to reinterpret the legend while Reverend B. resists the new interpretation.
It is too soon to tell whether or not the emergent belief will become established legend. The lack of supporting memorates in Central Ohio suggests a resistance to change. The change from Bigfoot the animal to Bigfoot the alien could not simply be described as dynamic. Such a change would be radical and would invalidate much of what has become traditionally associated with the creature. Such a radical alteration of traditional belief would require compelling new firstand second-hand accounts as supporting evidence.
The "truth" about the Bigfoot legend reveals little about Bigfoot but considerably more about the legend process. Published theories can ignite debate, but speculative debate is not sufficient by itself to dramatically alter a legend. The traditional belief that Bigfoot is a terrestrial animal resists being invalidated. It would take a large number of compelling memorates to do so. Since there are none reported in Central Ohio linking Bigfoot to UFOs, one could argue either that people who provide accounts simply are not experiencing a Bigfoot/ UFO connection, or that people's interpretations of their experience are so tradition bound that they cannot perceive a link even if it exists. In either case, without a large number of memorates linking Bigfoot and UFOs, the traditional belief that Bigfoot is an elusive, terrestrial animal is likely to win the debate; and the belief in a Bigfoot/UFO connection will eventually fade before ever having become a legend.
